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Asbestos@wto 


We cannot stress too often the importance, 
not just to workers but the public, too, of 
Canada’s complaint to the WTO against 
France’s 1996 decision to outlaw’ the 
marketing and use of asbestos and asbestos- 
containing products. France’ is_ being 
represented by the European Union in the 
case, and the United States has joined issue 
as a third party. 


In 1998, the ETUC pressed all European 
governments and the Commission to back 
France in the dispute. It was against any 
WTO proceedings likely to undermine EU 
rules and international conventions 
protecting workers and the public against 
asbestos. The Commission's decision of 26 
July 1999 to ban the marketing and use of 
asbestos EU-wide from 1 January 2000 was a 
major prop to France’s decision, and a big 
step forward in reducing asbestos exposure 
for the public and many workers. Of course, 
even that was too little too late for the 
countless victims reported in French figures 
published by us (Newsletter, No 4, November 
1996). 


More still has to be done to ensure that many 
workers still exposed on building demolition 
work and dismantling asbestos-containing 
installations do not suffer the same fate. The 
Social Affairs Council wants the Commission 


to revamp the present Directive on the 
protection of workers against asbestos. 
Consultations with the Member States began 
in September 1998, but the social partner 
consultations required by article 137 of the 
Treaty are still nowhere in sight ! 


The WTO's Dispute Settlement Body (DSB) is 
now poised to deliver its findings. Its decision 
will give a new take on the validity of public 
measures to protect consumers and workers 
against asbestos and its derivatives. We are 
talking about a product known for over a 
century to be dangerous, and as cancer- 
causing for 40 years ! Never before has the 
WTO been asked to rule on a dispute directly 
relating to workplace health and _ safety 
standards, although it has previously dealt 
with public health issues (e.g., bovine growth 
hormones). 


It is also the first time that the DSB will 
produce findings - after appointing a panel of 
experts - under the TBT (Technical Barriers 
to Trade) Agreement, set up mainly to 
ensure that technical regulations and 
standards do not create “unnecessary” 
obstacles to international trade. Its ruling, 
which is bound to be appealed, has to be 
handed down within 90 days of the complaint 
being notified by the complainant, defendant 
or both, but has been put back more than 
once. It is now expected for summer 2000, 
and will place a series of question marks over 
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the role of the WTO, the dispute settlement 
procedure (especially its lack of 
transparency), and the likely deregulatory 
effect of the TBT Agreement rules. One issue 
which cannot be ducked about the role of the 
WTO is its health and safety jurisdiction. This 
is an area covered by other international 
institutions like the ILO, WHO and UNEP, and 
where the WTO has no specific remit other 
than to prevent the creation of “unnecessary” 
obstacles to international trade. 


EU trade unions know all about the impact 
trade barriers have on public safety and 
health protection measures. Their agenda is 
for common policies based on a high level of 
protection. These common policies need to 
be supplemented by labour rules setting 
minimum standards, i.e, leaving 
governments free to set better protection for 
workers. One thing market rules must not in 
any circumstances do is tie governments’ 
hands to set tougher requirements where 
they are based on higher interests like public 
health or environmental protection. Freed of 
that context, market rules could turn back 
the tide of social progress, and the odds are 
that the most advanced national social, 
health or environmental laws will be the 
target of constant attack as potential barriers 
to trade. 


The unions will have to give their take on this 
DSB decision, which is bound to set a 
precedent. They will have of take their own 
governments to task and hammer home the 
undeniably appalling social costs of asbestos. 
They must join forces to demand that the EU 
clarify both the role of the TBT Agreement on 
measures to protect occupational health, 
public health and the environment, and its 
own policy on asbestos in a globalizing world. 


The TUTB will be ready to do its bit in 
whatever action European trade unions take 
when the WTO ruling is published. 

Marc Sapir, Director of the TUTB 


TUTB - European Trade Union Technical 
Bureau for Health and Safety 


Bd du Roi Albert II, 5 bte 5 
B1210 Brussels 


e-mail: tutb@etuc.org 
http: //www.etuc.org/tutb 





The Economists for Tobin 


Launched yesterday by CEPR (Center for 
Economic and Policy |Research) an 
economists statement in favor of the Tobin 
Tax is open for signatures. CEPR is one of the 
founders of a Tobin Tax Network in the US. 


To endorse this statement or to help us 
circulate it please see 
http: //attac.org/fra/asso/doc/doc18en.htm 





The last two years have seen the rapid 
growth of an _ international movement in 
support of tax on excessive speculation in 
currency and other financial markets. 


This movement has prompted resolutions in 
support of such taxes in dozens of cities 
across the world, including more than fifty in 
France and Sao Paulo, Brazil. Many labor 
unions throughout the world have also called 
for such taxes, including the AFL-CIO in the 
United States. Legislation in support of such 
taxes has been introduced in the French 
Parliament, the European Parliament, the 
U.S. Congress, and was approved in 1998 by 
the Canadian Parliament. In this context, we 
are issuing the following statement: 


Properly functioning financial markets can 
play an important positive role in modern 
economies. They provide credit for socially 
beneficial projects, and also make it possible 
for investors to convert expensive 
investments in new productive assets into 
cash, when the need should arise. 


At the same time, highly speculative financial 
markets can be extremely damaging to a 
society. They can destabilize the financial 
markets themselves, and also transmit these 
destabilizing forces throughout the broader 
economy. As speculative financial markets 
expand, they also reduce the ability of 
governments to implement effective counter 
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measures and to pursue independent policy 
initiatives to achieve and_ sustain full 
employment. The high costs of excessively 
speculative financial markets have been felt 
throughout the world in recent years. 


Taxes on speculative financial activity, such 
as the so-called "Tobin tax" on currency 
transactions, make speculation more costly, 
and therefore reduce the volume of 
speculation. This can contribute toward 
making financial markets more stable. The 
historical record of financial transactions 
taxes, as well as long-standing evidence on 
the success of other forms of financial 
regulation, indicates that taxes on financial 
speculation can be successfully implemented. 
In addition, such taxes’ provide an 
opportunity to raise a significant amount of 
revenue, which can be used to meet 
important social needs. 


For these reasons, we support the growing 
international movement attempting to put 
carefully designed anti-speculation taxes into 
law. 


Is the I MF for the Tobin Tax 


A question worth asking after reading a 
newly published paper WPOO40... of course 
you can find it on our website: 

http: //attac.org/fra/orga/doc/fmi.htm 

... since the IMF is not providing a browsable 
version of it. But here is an excerpt from it. 





(...). “Hence, the Tobin tax appears to be a 
neat instrument to cool the heels of volatile 
cross-country speculative capital movements, 
which invariably have a short time horizon, 
without at the same time damaging longer- 
term international capital flows, which 
presumably are primarily influenced by 
economic fundamentals. 


In fact, however, as a result of the switch of 
the focus on capital flows from the national 
to the international level, the practical 
feasibility of the Tobin tax has’ been 
bedeviled by a host of economic, 
administrative, and political complexities. The 


reason is that proponents of the Tobin tax 
continue to stress that its application (on 
purchases and sales of foreign exchange) 
must be universal and uniform to prevent 
leakage of any kind (see Eichengreen, Tobin, 
and Wyplosz, 1995). Detractors of the tax 
are quick to point out that, implemented in 
this manner, it would generate large 
economic distortions with respect to 
transactions unrelated to capital flows, 
require a high degree of _ international 
coordination in putting an_ effective 
enforcement mechanism in place, and raise 
very difficult issues about the disposal of the 
potentially large revenue from the tax[2]. 


The above criticisms are largely valid if the 
goal of introducing a financial transaction tax 
is aimed at reducing global destabilizing 
speculative capital movements (such as the 
Tobin tax), but are very much beside the 
point (except the distortion issue, which is 
discussed below) if the goal is more modest 
(and more in line with the spirit of Keynes’ 
original proposal):specifically, to merely 
moderate the impact of volatile world capital 
flows on a country’s domestic economy. The 
key to this observation is that the main risks 
a country faces when it liberalizes its capital 
account are primarily associated with 
unpredictable and potentially large capital 
inflows and outflows- most notably sudden 
and significant reversals in capital inflows- 

that may have little to do with the soundness 
( or lack thereof) of its own economic 
policies. Since private sector speculators do 
not internalize the destabilizing impact on the 
country of such capital flows in their 
investment decisions, their actions generate 
a negative externality- as viewed from the 
perspective of the country in question- in the 
classic sense,[3] and would thus call for an 
equally classic economic remedy, i.e., a 
Pigouvian tax on the externality-generating 
activity which, in this case, would be a tax on 
capital flows into or out of the country, or 
both.[4] Indeed, this justification of imposing 
such a financial transaction tax seems 
unassailable on economic grounds, and has 
in fact been increasingly accepted by policy 
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makers as a possible price-based measure 
for internalizing the externality.[5] 


A financial transaction tax with this more 
limited objective (henceforth referred to as a 
cross-border capital tax (CBCT) to distinguish 
it from the Tobin tax) would render irrelevant 
the concerns about international coordination 
for, and enforcement of, the tax; equally 
irrelevant would be the issue of revenue 
disposal, as questions about the equitable 
ways of sharing or spending the revenue at 
the international level simply would not arise. 
The imposition of such a tax by any country 
would be strictly a matter of its national tax 
policy, on which it has (or should have) 
sovereign power.[6] 


While criticisms against implementing the 
Tobin tax on the basis of its alleged political 
and administrative complexities are 
inapplicable in the case of the CBCT, as noted 
above, those relating to its potential 
distortive effects, or administrative 
complexity at the national level, need to be 
addressed. The distortion argument comes in 
two variants. The first states that the tax 
would induce a distortion between taxed and 
untaxed transactions, and hence it is 
undesirable. This argument is fallacious, as 
the induced distortion is intentional- for 
countering the targeted externality. The 
second variant states that, since it would be 
administratively difficult, if not impossible, to 
identify capital flows that are externality- 
generating from other financial flows that are 
not, to prevent leakage or arbitrage the tax 
would have to be imposed on all cross-border 
financial flows,[7] and would thus inflict a 
burden on transactions that are unrelated to 
the problem at hand. This argument is 
conceptually valid, and the distortion it refers 
to is real. What is unclear is the quantitative 
significance of this distortion relative to the 
cost of allowing destabilizing capital flows to 
remain unchecked.[8] 


This paper proposes a specific mechanism by 
which a tax on cross border capital flows 
could be introduced with its spillover 
distortive effects on noncapital flows largely 


mitigated at minimal administrative costs. 
The nature of the proposal is laid out in the 
next section.” (...) 


An alarming closeness for democracy ! 


The European Commission and the European 
employers an alarming closeness for 
democracy ! 


We are alarmed. We definitely do not accept 
that, on the occasion of the European 
Business Summit (EBS), European employers 
attempt to increasingly subdue the European 
authorities to their objectives. 


These objectives were defined by UNICE 
(European Employers’ Federation)in a 
document : ‘UNICE’s priorities for the new 
European Commission” (1/10/99). 


What can we read in this paper ? 

“reduce excessive fiscal and regulatory 
burdens on the private sector and increase 
the efficiency of public sector activities” ; 

- “enhance openness, flexibility and 
adaptability of all markets” ; 

- “it will be important for business to be able 
to communicate effectively the needs of real 
economy to European economic’ and 
monetary authorities” ; 

- “full liberalisation of public procurement, 
utilities, transport and financial services is 
incomplete and implemented unevenly across 
Member States” ; 

- “this can only be achieved, and sustained, 
through improved competitiveness, higher 
economic growth and effective structural 
reforms, especially of labour markets, aiming 
to increase their flexibility and efficiency, to 
lower excessive overall costs of employment 
and to enhance employability rather than 
overprotection of the workforce” ; 

- “close consultation, across Europe, of 


companies and their professional 
organisations throughout the enlargement 
process” ; 


- “to achieve this objective, UNICE fully 
endorses pursuit of market opening in the 
framework of rules defined and accepted 
jointly in the WTO” ; 
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- “UNICE is ready to play its part in helping 
the EU institutions to make progress towards 
realisation of this objective. It hopes and 
expects the new Commission to consult and 
involve representative business organisations 
systematically in the EU policy-making 
process.” 


The European employers want to have this 
creed of neoliberal globalization as sole 
reference for Europe, from the Commission 
to the trade unions and in the European 
Parliament. 


We say NO. We say NO, as a starting point 
in June 2000. 


At a time when the UNICE intensifies its 
competitivity-based blackmail policy, we 
launch an appeal to all movements, 
associations, networks, citizens to challenge 
their representatives, governments and the 
European institutions to have Europe change 
its orientations, to adopt a policy based on 
solidarity in which economy will at last be put 
at the service of social needs, on the contrary 
of the present policy. 


The Economic and Monetary Union must give 
way to an Employment, Social Protection and 
Environment Union working actively towards 
a fair international order ! 


Europe in the 21st century needs peace, 
respect of economic, social and cultural 
rights, democracy ! 


Program and contact addresses : 

JUrg Schuppisser - Association pour la paix - 
103 rue Potagére - 1210 Brussels 

tel: 02 / 223 35 33 - fax: 02 / 223 39 82 
E-mail: associationpaix@freegates. be 

Daniel Spoel - Attac Wallonie-Bruxelles 

tel: 02 / 523 98 54 - fax: 02 / 522 60 53 - E- 
mail: danieljf_ spoel@compuserve.com 

Eric Goeman_ - Attac Vlaanderen - tel / fax: 
09 «=| 372 44 91 - E-mail: 
egoeman@worldonline.be 








A political drought 


DURING one of the meetings of the World 
Water Commission, which recently submitted 
its report in The Hague to a bevy of water 
ministers, a member had _ strongly 
emphasised the need for educating politicians 
about the importance of water. |, however, 
found that argument incorrect because | 
have rarely met a politician, especially in 
India, who will not emphasise the importance 
of water. The real problem is that hardly any 
of them know how to solve the water 
problem. Teaching them is difficult. 


Remember Chandrashekhar and his Bharat 
Yatra. The most important thing on his 
development agenda after he completed his 
marathon was water. Read Atal Behari 
Vajpayee's address to the parliament on 
NDA's action plan for the nation. Vajpayee 
says that if there is one thing he is going to 
do in five years of his rule is to ensure that 
all villages will get drinking water. Rajiv 
Gandhi went beyond rhetoric to actually set 
up a drinking water mission. 


Many will term what is happening in Gujarat 
and Rajasthan a 'natural disaster’. But this is 
far from the truth. It is a 'government-made' 
disaster. Over the last one hundred years or 
so, we have seen two paradigmatic shifts in 
water management. One is that individuals 
and communities have steadily given over 
their role almost completely to the state. The 
second is that the simple technology of using 
rainwater has declined. Instead exploitation 
of rivers and groundwater through dams and 
tubewells has become the key source of 
water. As water in rivers and aquifers is only 
a small portion of the total rainwater 
availability, there is an inevitable growing 
and, in many cases, unbearable stress on 
these sources. 


This dependence on the state has meant cost 
recovery being poor the financial 
sustainability of water schemes has _ run 
aground; and, repairs and maintenance is 
abysmal. With people having no interest in 
using water carefully, the sustainability of 
water resources has itself become a question 
mark. As a result, there are serious problems 
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with government drinking water supply 
schemes. Despite all the government efforts, 
the number of ‘problem villages' does not 
seem to go down. As N C Saxena, former 
rural development secretary put it recently, 
"In| our mathematics, 200,000 problem 
villages minus 200,000 problem villages is 
still 200,000 problem villages." 


Community-based rainwater harvesting - the 
paradigm of the past - has in it as much 
strength today as it ever did before. A survey 
conducted by the Centre for Science and 
Environment (CSE) of several villages facing 
drought in Gujarat and western Madhya 
Pradesh last December found that all those 
villages that had undertaken rainwater 
harvesting or watershed development in 
earlier years had no drinking water problem 
and even had some water to irrigate their 
crops. On the other hand, neighbouring 
villages were desperate for water. This 
revealed that rainwater harvesting can meet 
even the acid test of a bad drought 


In late March, we got further confirmation of 
our conviction. Going with president K R 
Narayanan in a helicopter to the Arvari 
watershed where he was scheduled to give 
the Down To Earth-Joseph C John Award to 
village Bhaonta-Kolyala in late March, we 
could see nothing but barren fields all the 
way from Delhi to Alwar. This area is 
suffering from a drought. But suddenly we 
came across green and brown fields and 
realised that we had reached the oasis of the 
Arvari watershed where several villages have 
over the last 5-10 years built hundreds of 
rainwater harvesting structures. Nobody 
needed to emphasise the importance of 
rainwater harvesting any more. While the 
Arvari river was more or less dead, the wells 
were still full of water, fields were rich and 
productive. 


What makes rainwater harvesting such a 
powerful technology? J ust the simple richness 
of rainwater availability that few of us realise 
because of the speed with which water, the 
world's most fluid substance, disappears. 
Imagine you had a hectare of land in Barmer, 


one of India's places, and you received 100- 
mm of water in the year, common even for 
this area. That means that you received as 
much as one million litres of water enough to 
meet drinking and cooking water needs of 
182 people at a liberal 15 litres per day. Even 
in the villages suffering from drought this 
year, it is not as if there was no rain. 
Saurashtra villages, the worst affected, also 
had 100-300 mm rainfall but they let the 
water go. It does not matter how much rain 
you get if you don't capture it. Cherrapunji, 
with 11,000mm annual rainfall, also suffers 
from drinking water shortages. 


| have consistently argued that there is no 
village in India that cannot meet its basic 
drinking and cooking needs through 
rainwater harvesting. Figures speak for 
themselves. The average population of an 
Indian village today is about 1,200. India's 
average annual rainfall is about 1,100 mm. If 
even only half this water can be captured, an 
average Indian village needs 1.2 hectares of 
land to capture 6.57 million litres of water it 
will use in a year for cooking and drinking. If 
there is a drought and rainfall levels dip to 
half the normal, the land required would rise 
to a mere 2.4 hectare. And, of course, any 
more water the villagers catch can go for 
irrigation. 


To provide lasting relief against drought the 
government will need to go beyond promises. 
It should heed the president's advice and 
prepare a concrete plan of action to develop 
a mass movement for water harvesting. 


- Anil Agarwal 

Visit our website at www.cseindia.org or 
www.oneworld.org/cse and check out what's 
new. Our website carries our science and 
environment fortnightly Down To Earth, a 
weekly Feature Service of articles on 
environment and a daily environment news 
flash by subject categories. We also give 
regular updates on all of our campaigns on 
topics like vehicular pollution, climate 
change, biodiversity, water resources, 
wildlife, forests etc. Our online library of 
books, journals, images and videos is 
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searchable through a_ thesaurus_ of http: //data.cseindia.org 
environmental keywords at 





